Current data on plants and reptiles do not show conclusive evidence of extinction or extirpation of any taxa from the islands (Case et al. 2002 , Grismer 2002 . However, analyses of cats' fecal pellets (Arnaud et al. 1993 , Rodríguez-Estrella et al. 2000 have shown an active predation on native reptile species. The effect of this predation has not been evaluated.
Acacia filicifolia is the only known plant that may have been extirpated from Cerralvo Island. It was recorded by Cody and colleagues (1983) , but it has not been found in later surveys of the island (León de la Luz and Rebman 2002) . The main effect of livestock grazing in the islands is the modification of vegetation structure and plant composition (Álvarez-Cárdenas et al. 2000) , resulting in changes in the occurrence of 36 vascular plant species that have been recorded from Espiritu Santo Island (León de la Luz and Dominguez-Cadena 2006) .
No bird species has been recorded as endemic to the islands, and no bird population has been reported as extirpated. However, many of the breeding bird colonies show severe depredation from nonnative rodents, which have a strong effect on these populations (Cody and Velarde 2002) . If domestic cats arrived at the islands where these birds breed, the additional effects on the colonies would probably be catastrophic.
Climatological and paleontological data show that the region has been growing more arid in the last few thousand years (Van Devender 1997) . On the Baja California peninsula, some species have restricted their ranges as a consequence of the Pleistocene-Holocene climate change, though they are still present in relict populations. Climate changes are most likely increasing the pressure on some species. Moreover, some climatologic disturbances periodically affect this region, including El Niño-Southern Oscillations (Meserve et al. 1995, Lima and Jaksic 1998) , sunspot activity (every 11 years), and Hale cycles (every 22 years; Salinas-Zavala et al. 1998) . Thermal selection can cause changes in basic reproductive strategies, such as a shift from iteroparity to semelparity (Smith and Charnov 2001) . Under these changing circumstances, different populations could be more vulnerable in certain periods of time. What would happen if human activity becomes more intense in one of the peaks of these cycles of vulnerability? In February 2001, the megaproject "Escalera Nautica" was formalized by the Mexican federal government, the tourism minister, and the governors of the states of Sonora, Baja California, Baja California Sur, and Sinaloa. Considered to be an economic stimulus for the region, the project is expected to transform the Gulf of California into a world-class tourist destination. According to the official data for the Escalera Nautica project (www.escaleranautica.com), in 1997, 1240 boats arrived in Ensenada by sea and probably the same number by trailer. Hence, fewer than 2500 boats are estimated to have arrived in this region in 1997. But by the end of 2006, if the Mexican government's goal is attained, the number of annual boat arrivals will rise to 14,109; by 2014, the government expects that 67,424 boats will be accommodated each year by the new facilities being built under the auspices of the Escalera Nautica project.
Forum
Four island zones in the Gulf of California-the Middle Rift, Guaymas, Loreto, and La Paz-have the largest number of mammals and the most important seabird breeding colonies in danger of extinction (figure 1). The potential increase in arriving boats from 1997 to 2014 is about 2457 percent for La Paz (from 325 to 7985 boats), Guaymas-San Carlos (from 275 to 6757), and Loreto (from 100 to 2456) (www.escaleranautica.com).
Human activities in most of northwestern Mexico have until now been of low intensity because of the region's isolation, and there are few supply facilities along the coasts of the Baja California peninsula and continental Mexico. The Escalera Nautica project will significantly boost the number of ports and supply facilities on these coasts, offering the boating public an opportunity to spend much more time in the sea near the islands and to explore areas that were previously difficult to reach.
Nor are the direct impacts of intensified human activities all that must be considered. Approximately 10 percent of all boats in the area have pets on board, pets that usually accompany members of the boating crews when they go ashore. Yet deliberately bringing domesticated animals to the islands is most likely not as problematic as the inadvertent introduction of mainland species that are related to native island species. Inadvertent introductions can be expected to increase significantly as the number of boats visiting the region grows exponentially from 2500 to 70,000. Related mainland species usually are more aggressive and competitive, and have less specific habitat requirements, than island species. When related species arrive on an island, extinction of the island varieties usually follows (Moors and Atkinson 1984 , Blackburn et al. 2004 , 2005 .
Several mammal species currently inhabiting the islands are close to the limit of their capacity to survive, probably as a consequence of weather patterns that are changing faster than the species' capability to adapt to the changes (Álvarez-Castañeda 1997). Hence, for many endangered species, a small change in habitat-plant cover composition, introduction of nonnative species, new diseases, or an unusually strong dry period, for example-could provide the final push into extinction.
Before the Escalera Nautica project was formalized, some recommendations were made in an attempt to avoid the extinction of species at risk (Álvarez-Castañeda and Ortega- control of human access to islands that harbor species at risk, and (c) habitat restoration and cat extirpation programs. Supervision of fishing camps on the islands is also necessary, because most nonnative species were introduced by fishermen, either accidentally (e.g., Mus musculus and Rattus rattus) or intentionally (e.g., Lepus californicus on Cerralvo, Caprinus and Felis catus) by fishermen. This casual introduction of nonnative species has devastated endemic species. Annual surveys and a program for monitoring the native vertebrate populations of the Gulf of California islands were also strongly recommended (Álvarez-Castañeda and Ortega-Rubio 2003).
The Mexican tourism ministry gave the environmental ministry an environmental impact assessment report (EIAR) for the integrated Escalera Nautica project, which the environmental ministry approved. Therefore, the Escalera Nautica project will most likely become a reality. However, because of the broad scope of this regional EIAR and the large area that the project encompasses, the environmental authorities offered no specific measures to ameliorate, mitigate, or avoid the greater risk of extinction to endangered mammal, reptile, and bird species. We believe that the general measures suggested by project developers, as well as the general recommendations of the environmental authorities, are not adequate to cope with the increased risk of extinction for endangered island species.
Mexican authorities-including environmental personnel and rangers, police, and naval units-have insufficient resources, in terms of numbers, compensation, facilities, and equipment (air and sea vessels), to improve the level of protection of the islands. There is little supervision now of the activities of the 5000 boats arriving annually near the islands. Is it reasonable to expect that vigilance will be improved enough to cope with the arrival of 70,000 boats a year? The Mexican economy is currently very weak-this is the third year of a deep recession. The economic resources devoted to environmental research and protection shrink each year.
What can be done to protect endemic and at-risk species? We propose the following:
• Levy an environmental protection fee on each boat arriving in the Gulf of California. This tax will vary in accordance with the size of the boat, the number of crew members, and the length of the stay in the protected area.
• Use all the funds generated by the fee directly for law enforcement patrols, environmental education, and conservation programs in the region, and specifically for habitat conservation on islands designated as a priority for conservation.
• Prohibit unregulated landings on the following islands, because our analyses show that they are the most fragile: San Francisco, Santa Cruz, San Diego, Danzante, Animas, Salsipuedes, Datíl, and San Luis Gonzaga. The only way to land at these islands will be through a weekly guided tour authorized by the environmental authorities. A Mexican naval boat will be stationed near each island, and each tourist wishing to visit the island must use this boat as the point of entry for going ashore. No pets will be allowed ashore. A Mexican biologist will explain the history and current status of ecological relationships on the island. The guide will ensure that all tourists follow the designated paths, prevent them from leaving trash or accidentally introducing exotic species, and enforce the "no natural souvenirs" regulations.
• Use the environmental fees collected on these eight islands to develop an endemic species breeding program and a restoration program, including removal or elimination of pests.
If these obvious, logical proposals are not implemented, the Escalera Nautica project will most likely bring about the extinction of the endemic and endangered species of the Gulf of California and the Pacific coastal islands. Although our proposals have been publicized-in part, by the Mexican environmental protection agency (Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales)-we remain concerned about the environmental tragedy that could occur in the absence of adequate protections.
